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Cleft Nursing CEN

• Identified tongue tie practitioners are ideally placed to examine an infants 
palate as part of their own routine assessment  

• Working together with APT to provide additional learning opportunities to 
incorporate palate examinations as part of routine practice 

Cleft Nursing Clinical Excellence Network 

2023 ©
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What is a cleft?
• Unknown cause

• Combination of genetic and environmental factors

Incidence

• 1 in 700 births worldwide 

• 1200 within the UK

• Up to 50% cleft palate only 
• More common in girls 

• Isolated or syndromic 
• 30 % of CP cases are syndromic – Pierre Robin Sequence, 22q11 deletion, Sticklers
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Function of the palate

• Feeding

• Speech Development 
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CLEFT OF THE 
HARD AND SOFT PALATE
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Soft Cleft Palate Submucous Cleft 

• Bifid Uvula 

• Transparent appearance 

• Notch on palpation 
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Symptoms 
Please visualise the palate and look for potential symptoms  

Could it be a cleft?

Can you visualise a uvula? 

- Continued difficulty latching at breast

- Clicking sounds during feeding

- Nasal regurgitation of milk 

- Tiring during feeding/prolonged feeds

- Rapid sucking with minimal milk transfer

- Weight loss or insufficient weight gain 

- Breathing difficulties associated with above symptoms 
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Video 

learning.rcpch.ac.uk/wp-admin/admin-
ajax.php?action=grassblade_scorm&co
ntent_id=202

Always visualise the palate 
Best practice is to use a tongue depressor 

and torch, as per RCPCH guidelines.
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Feeding

• Difficulties can arise with any cleft type, but are 
more severe with palatal clefts

• Babies with cleft palate will need assisted feeding 
using specialist bottles

• Paced bottle feeding approach 

• Occasionally, baby will need dysphagia feed 
assessment prior to introducing oral feeds 

MAM Soft Bottle/Orthodontic Teat

     Dr Brown’s Specialist System
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Breastfeeding Support 

Breastfeeding may be possible, depending on the type of cleft, but may 
not be sustainable

Encourage change of terminology – breastfeeding à breastmilk feeding

Most cleft centres across the UK will loan double breasted pump to 
assist with feeding

Encourage regular skin-to-skin contact and latching post feeds for 
comfort 

Supplemental Feeding System – consideration based on mothers wishes

14

https://learning.rcpch.ac.uk/wp-admin/admin-ajax.php?action=grassblade_scorm&content_id=202
https://learning.rcpch.ac.uk/wp-admin/admin-ajax.php?action=grassblade_scorm&content_id=202
https://learning.rcpch.ac.uk/wp-admin/admin-ajax.php?action=grassblade_scorm&content_id=202
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Delayed Detection 

• Diagnosis after 24 hours of life considered a delayed diagnosis

• Each year 10-20% of babies, receive a delayed diagnosis of cleft palate

IMPACT..

• Anxiety to parents

• Faltering growth

• Effects feeding choices

• Hospital re-admission   
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Delayed Detection 2022
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Parents voices

• ‘Angry it was not diagnosed properly as baby struggled to feed for 3 days’

• ‘I could see that J was not latching on and she was getting increasingly distressed.’

• ‘I knew something was wrong, but I was reassured all was normal’
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Resources 

RCPCH Module:

90-minute free online course 

CLAPA

• UK Charity 
• Lots of information for practitioners and families 
• Referral Information  
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QUESTIONS
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